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THE

MORALITY
O F

STAGE-PLATS
SERIOUSLY CONSIDERED.

NOTHING
can be more alarming, to

every well-wifher to true religion,
than to find difputes arifing among

its Profeffors, which may end in divifions and
animofities hurtful to the

fpirit
of religion it-

felf. People who begin fuch difputes have

much to anfwer for, unlefs they have fuffi-

cient reafon for what they do. It is well

known, that the people of this country are

well difpofed, fober and religious ; that they
are ready to take every public offence much
to heart, and, as far as their difapprobation
will operate, that they ftrenuoufly contribute

to remove it. We fhould therefore beware
of trifling with their honeft zeal, or of ma
king them wafte, againft objects of a harm-
lefs or indifferent nature, that oppofition,
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which (hould be all employed againft real

vices and corruptions. Miftakes in this arti

cle are attended with many ill confequences ;

they miflead our apprehenfions of duty ; they
create ill-will, and become a fource of ground-
lefs antipathy between perfons, who fhould

entertain fentiments of kindnefs and charity
towards one another. I am forry that there

fhould be any appearances of this kind a-

mongft us at prefent, and would think myfelf

very happy in contributing to remove them.
We are alarmed with an imputation of, irre-

ligion, which is caft upon the entertainments

of the Theatre ; and it may be apprehended,
that perfons who liften to this charge will

think very unfavourably, if not with fome

degree of antipathy, of their neighbours, who
continue to take any part in fuch entertain

ments. I hope that no perfon would chufe

to bear the imputation of hating his brother

without a cauie, and that every well-difpofed

perfon will be glad to hear any obfervations

which may help us to form a right judgment
of one another.

The Stage has fubfifted in Britain about

two hundred years ; it has been during this

period the entertainment of people of diflin-

&amp;lt;flion, and of others too, who were enabled

to partake of it. Whether it has corrupted
our people in any degree, is a queftion not

eafily determined. I am inclined to believe,

that, confidering the mixture of good and

bad
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bad men which are to be found in every age,
the people of this ifland are not inferior tothofe

of any other age or country whatever. This

will be a prefumption, that, if Plays are a

poifon, it is at leaft but flow in its operations.
Another obfervation which I will make by the

way, is, that however the Stage may have

corrupted our people, the manners of the

people have fo far prevailed, as, in fome re-

ipects, to have reformed the Stage. On this

head we may come to a fure conclufion, be-

caufe we may compare Plays that were ad

mitted during fome part of this period, with

thofe which are now chiefly in repute. la

making this comparifon it will appear, that a

certain degree of indecency and Hcentioufnefs

once permitted, is now rejeded, and that

Plays more pure, and of a better moral ten-*

dency are either chofen from our antient ftock,

or that thefe qualities at leaft are expelled
from every Writer of the prefent age. We
cannot be too anxious in forwarding this re

formation, when it is in any degree incom-

pleat. But I am fenfible that it is in vain to

fpeak in this manner, whilft an opinion re

mains, that the very name and form of a

Play is orTenlive and pernicious. I confefs

that I am at a lofs fully to account to myfelf
for the prevalence of fuch an opinion. It is

not derived from Scripture ; for I cannot re

collect any thing like a warning againft the

Stage, either in the Old or New Teftarnent.

Our
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Our Saviour, who appeared at a time when

Plays were in high repute in different parts of

the Roman Empire, fays nothing to warn us

of their immorality. The Apoftle Paul, in

writing his Epiftle to the Romans, amidft va

rious inftrudions and cautions which he gives,
is filent on the fubjed of Plays, which were
then in high repute amongft the people he

was writing to. In preaching at Athens, the

fame Apoftle exprefsly quotes a fentence from
one of the Greek Poets, Ads xvii. 28. ;

Fcr in him &amp;lt;we live, and move, and have our

being ; as certain of your own Poets have (aid.

This is a very fublime expreffion, and beauti

fully applied by the Apoftle, as will appear
on confulting the context. It {hows that he
was fenfible of the inftrudions and good im-

preffions which we may receive from poetry,
and was direded, by that Spirit which fup-

ported him in his Miniftry, to apply it fo pro

perly to thofe purpofes. Nor is this the only

proof he has given of an efteem for good
performances of this nature. He has, in the

firft Epiftle to the Corinthians, xv. 33.
inferted into the facred text a line from a

Greek Play, which now fubfifts : Be not de

ceived, evil communications corrupt good man
ners. Who does not fee that fuch fentiments,

and fuch inftrudions muft be improving to

mankind, wherever they are found, whether
in profe difcourfe, or in a Play ? And, if the

whole ftrain of a Play is framed to this pur-

pofe,
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pofe, it furely deferves efteem and encou

ragement from every well diipofed perfon,
who has the means of filling up his vacant

hours with fuch entertainments. I am forry
that any perfon mould have overlooked this

confederation, or given reins to a headlong
zeal againft the Stage, fo unlike the wifdom
and discernment of the holy Apoftle, whom
we have quoted. The Stage indeed may be

abufed, and fo may the wifeft inftitutions of

mankind : Religion itfelf can hardly be pre-
ferved from corruption : The Papifts, and o-

ther Sectaries, daily mifapply the doctrines of

Scripture, to ferve their own unlawful pur-

pofes. The pulpit, in the poffeffion of eve

ry party, into which Chriftians are unhappi

ly divided, has often rung with other founds

than thofe of the Gofpel of peace, and put
us in mind, that when the beft things fall

into the hands of corrupt men, then the

wifeft and moft facred inftitutions may fuffer

fome abufe : But this will furnim no argu
ment

againft&quot; any fubject which is fo abuled.

I mould be forry to offer any apology for a-

bufes which may have appeared on the Sta^e:
I hope that every audience, in our times, will

have judgment and feverity enough to reject

examples of this nature : But I cannot admit

any fuch abufe, as a valid argument againft
the Stage in general. We do not prohibit
the ufe of food and drink, becaufe fome men
abufe them to excefs \ nor do we forbid all

relaxation



relaxation from bufinefs, becaufe fome un

happy perfons do mifchief in their fports :

Neither fhould we condemn every poetical

compofition, intended for the Stage, becaufe

fome Writings of this kind have been found

faulty and licentious. People, who are ac

quainted with performances of this nature, are

fenfible that a number of grave, moral and

edifying pieces, would, by fuch an undiftin-

guiihing ruin, be loft to mankind. The
Authors of fuch works have been efteemed

worthy of great praife, and have been thought
to bear a considerable part in promoting the

intereft of virtue. We cannot doubt of this,

when we find any degree of regard paid to

them in Holy Writ ; and what we have ob-

ferved to this purpofe above, is fufficient to

connect their defence with the honour of

Scripture itfelf. This is more than apology
fufficient for endeavouring to {how, that fuch

performances may not only be innocent, but

be of great benefit to mankind. I am fenfi

ble that perfons who need much information

on this head, may likewife need to be told

what is the nature of a Play ; and I will

now give fome notion of it, that every per-

fon, if pofiible, may be enabled to judge for

himfelf.

Plays are of two kinds, called Tragedy and

Comedy ; the one reprefents the adiions of

common life, and compofitions of this na

ture have been the moft liable to abufe ; be

caufe
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caufe wit and ridicule are fometimes found to

be petulant, and the familiarity of this ftyle

is more ealily mixed with indecencies : But

the perfection of Comedy confifts in expofing
to juft ridicule the follies and abfurd vices of

ordinary men -,
where it fails in this purpofe,

the abufe is manifeft, and will be condemned

by every judicious audience. Tragedy, on
the other hand, is ferious, grave and majeftic;
it reprefents the adlions of great men, and
their condudl chiefly on great and interefting

occafions, their ftruggles in difficult and di-

ftreffing fituations, where the fentiments they

exprefs raife admiration or pity, and where
the very faults they commit become fo many
warnings to the fpedator. Every Tragedy
therefore contains a ftory, and may convey
inftrudtion in the fame manner with a parable
or fable ; it differs only in the form* and not

in the effeft. In a Parable, the ftory is re

lated ; in Tragedy, the fubjeft is exprefled by
fome action and converfation which is repre-
fented, and we are left to collect the ftory
from the fpeeches of the perfons concerned
in it. In a Parable, we wait for the moral
till the ftory is concluded, when the whole

appears to have been an illuftration of fome
moral precept ; in a good Tragedy, we have
a continued moral from beginning to end j

the characters, the fentiments, and the obfer-

vations, which come from the perfons who
fpeak, are calculated to move and inftrudt usj

and
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and we are deeply engaged by fuch reprefen-
tations, becaufe we take part with amiable

characters, and become anxious about the e-

vent. It muft appear ftrange, to fay, that

every ftory, parable or fable, either in the

form of narration, or in that of a Tragedy,
muft be a wrong thing in itfelf. One ftofy,

indeed, however told, may be dull, tirefome,

and leave bad impreffions ; but another ftory,
we all know, may be agreeable, entertaining,
nnd leave the beft impreffions on the hearts

of the hearers. We cannot therefore con

demn the ftory reprefented in any Tragedy,
till we know of what kind it is, till we know
whether it tends to leave good impreffions or

bad ones, in the minds of the hearers. If it

is found to leave good impreffions, it fhould

certainly be commended, and highly deferves

the countenance which the Apoftle P^w/hath

given to fuch works, altho written even by
Heathens. In order to (how in what manner
a tender and affecting ftory improves the

heart, and ftrengthens every good difpofition,
I (hall confider the hiftory of Jofepb and his

cruel brothers in that view. We find the el

der brothers moved with envy and malice a-

gainft an innocent child, becaufe he had his

father s affection, and was diftinguifhed by

forebodings of Divine favour. They refol-

ved to (bed his blood, when he came to them

alone, in the defart \ but being diverted from

this cruel purpofe, they fold him as a flave

to
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to ftrangers who were paffing thro the wil-

dernefs. Every humane peribn, who reads

this piece of hiftory, will be moved at the

diftrefs of the innocent fufferer, and will feel

a horror at the cruelty of the brothers. Here
then we may obferve, that companion for the

diftrefled, and indignation at the wicked, are

the befl difpoiitions which men can entertain ;

and that every (lory which leaves fuch im-

preffions muft be very edifying and inftruclive

to good men. The remaining part of this

hiftory is very beautiful, and we cannot help

confidering it. Jofeph was preferved, and,

by the Divine favour, came to a ftacion of

honour and great power. Famine obliged
his brothers to feek relief in that country
where he was become a ruler. When they

appeared before him, he difguifed the firft

emotion of his foul, under an afped of feve-

rity. He questioned them about his father s

condition ; and, when mention was made of
his younger brother, who had no (hare in

the cruel offence committed againft him, he
difcovered an earneft defire to fee him. When,
at laft, he declared himfelf to be their brother

Joseph) they were ftruck with remorfe and
terror : But he repaid their former cruelties

with a generous forgiveneis ; he relieved their

diftrefs; he faw again his aged father, and

paid the duty of a grateful &quot;child. Whilft
we are attending to a ftory of this kind, it

nourishes every good difpolition of the heart,

B and



and we are the better prepared by it to adt a

noble, generous and compaffionate part to

wards our fellow-creatures. If we can imi

tate fuch circumftances in the ftory of a Tra

gedy, we may prefume that the efted: will

be limilar ; and it muft appear ftrange, to

find any Tragedy cenfured, before we pre
tend to ihow that it fails in this point. The

fubjedt we are now upon has been brought in

queftion, on occafion of the Tragedy of

DOUGLAS ; and no perfon fure can judge of

that performance, who is not acquainted with

the conduct of the ftory on which it is built.

But, if any perfon has proceeded fo far, from
a general difapprobation of the Stage, I am

perfuaded, that a few reflexions upon the re-

prefentations of this performance, would be

iufficient to reconcile him to it. It was well

received by every audience, and feemed to

make a deep impreffion. The fentiments it

excites are thofe of admiration of virtue, com-*

paffion to the diftreffed, and indignation a-

gainft the wicked caufe of their fufferings.

In every ftory of diftrefs, which is not mere

ly accidental, wicked characters muft appear,
as well as good ones ; for we cannot impute

injury and cruelty to any other but the wic

ked : Their appearance however improves the

mind, by foftering our averfion to wicked-

nefs, in the fame degree as the view of ami

able characters heightens our love of virtue,

by engaging our hearts in its behalf. Hence
the



the generofity of Jofeph, and the wickednefs

of his brothers, are equal matter of improve
ment and edification to our minds.

When the Tragedy of Douglas becomes yet
more public, it will appear to have a tendency
fimilar to this. The defigns of one perfon are

painted in fuch colours of hateful depravity,
as to become a neceffary object of deteftation.

The miftakes of another awaken our caution,

and become a leffon of prudence. The ge
nerous and elevated mind of a third, warm
and exalt our fentiments ; and that perfon, on
whom the chief diftrefs of this ftory falls,

moves to compaffion, and proves at laft a

warning againft rafh and fatal defpair. Agree
able to this (hort reprefentation, the perform
ance has found a favourable reception with

the public, and given proof how far grave
and ferious competitions may engage the

minds of men, and convey in fttuftion under

the fhew of amufement. It has likewife had
the ordinary teftimony of diftinguifhed me
rit ; it has ftruck out fome fparks of envy and

fpite. This kind of fire, we may believe, is

feldom extinct, but it only flames upon ex

traordinary occafions, when any remarkable

merit, or a riling fame is to be confumed.

People who carried it in their breaft, have

paid their duty regularly to every good Wri
ter in every age ; in fo much that their at

tendance is now required to compleat his ho
nours : Their filence therefore would have

been



; , v- c
I2

] .;; ,..-_

been the fevereft blow they could have ftruck

at the Author of Douglas. I think very diffe

rently indeed of thofe who are fincerely an

xious for the intereft of religion, and who
cenfure every Writer of a Play, becaufe they

apprehend fomewhat immoral and ofFenfive in

the very nature of the Stage. I refpeft the

intentions of fuch, however I may think them
miftaken in this particular, and flatter myfelf,

that, whilft we agree in condemning any par
ticular abufes which may have place on the

Stage, we (hall likewife be of one mind in

applauding whatever will contribute to render

the amufements of that place inoffenfive and

inftrudive. This is the only point I have la

boured in this Paper, and only plead againft
an opinion which would place all Theatrical

performances upon the fame level. With
the people who are likely to oppofe me, the

very name of a Play implies fomewhat crimi

nal and immoral. A near view of the fub-

jeft (hould be fufficient to correct this appre-
henfion ; but, whilft any refpeftable autho

rity continues in favour of it, we can fcarcely

expeft to remove it entirely. The authority
of the Chriftian Church is fuppofed by fome
to be clearly on that fide of the queftion :

But will any body fay, that the Chriftian

Church has invariably difcouraged good Plays.
In the times of our Saviour and his Apoftles,
the pureft times of the Chriftian Church, no

fuch marks of difapprobation appear. The
Fathers



[ 3 3

%

Fathers of the Church, whofe authority
is probably referred to on this occafion, ought

furely to have very little credit with us on

their own account : A great part of the fu-

perftition of the Church of Rome is derived

from their inventions
-,
and we have already

totally rejected the authority of them and

their Oral Traditions, when we reformed the

corruptions of the Popifti Church. We may
however, in charity, allow, that they might
have had fome reafon for their oppofition to

Stage-Plays. Chriftianity, in their times, was

ftruggling for a full eftablifhment ; and they

thought that Stage-Plays, being of Heathen

compofition, and having frequent reference to

Pagan Divinity, might recal the minds of

men to their former fuperftition. We have

reafon to believe, that, if Plays of a Chriftian

ftrain had appeared, they would have met
with no oppofition from the friends of Chri

ftianity : For Gregory Nazianzen, a Father

of the Church, and a perfon of great piety,
endeavoured to fupplant Heathen Plays, by
introducing one which he wrote himlelf, on
the moft interefting fubjet of our religion.
And we muft fo iar confefs that he aded a

wife part : For, when corrupt performances
are admitted on the Stage, the befl thing we
can do is to rejeft them, and fupply their

place with compositions more favourable to

the important concerns of religion and mo
rality. If the Plays on our Stage have not

hitherto
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hitherto been altogether pure, we have cer

tainly been unlucky in the long filence we
have kept on that fubjeft 5 and doubly un

lucky in breaking out with our cenfure, at a

time when one very fuccefsful attempt was
made to fupply the Stage with a Play, which

might contribute to its reformation. The
Popifh Clergy, we know, exclaimed againfl
the Stage, when it took part with the Re
formers, and helped to overturn their own

power : For it is well known, that Plays
were afted at the Reformation, which very
much helped on that work, by expofing the

Vices and abfurdities of the Popifh Clergy : It

is no wonder therefore that they were ene

mies to the Stage ; but we cannot furely have

any refentment to the Stage in our days, be-

caufe it formerly offended the Popifh Clergy
in promoting- the Reformation.

When we come to confider the law and

doftrine of our Church with refpeft to Stage-

Plays, it will appear that the cenfure which

performances of this nature now meet with,

doth not arife from any law, ftatute or efta-

bliihed doftrine in this Church. We may e-

ven venture to affirm, that the prejudice to

Plays in general is of late origin. The only
aft of this Church relating to Stage-Plays,
which I have ever heard quoted, is an aft of

the Affembly which met in the year 1574.
An aft in the following terms. * &quot; That no

&quot; Comedies
* Vid. Petrie- s Church Hiilory.
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&quot; Comedies or Tragedies or fuch Plays fhould
&quot; be made on any fubjedt of canonical Scrip-
&quot;

tures, nor on the Sabbath Day. If any Mi-
&quot; nifter be the Writer of fuch a Play, he
4f (hall be deprived of his Miniftry : As for
&amp;lt;

Plays of another fubjeft, they alfo fhould
&quot; be examined before they be propounded
&quot;

publickly.&quot;
This a&amp;lt;3 of Affembly, we fee,

fuppofes that Plays are allowable, and that

Minifters may write Plays on the fubjedt of

any hiftory, which is not taken from canoni

cal Scripture. So far the praftice is agreeable
to the laws of this eftabliftied Church, and it

is not pretended that there is any other eccle-

fiaftical law now in being with refpedt to

Stage-Plays. We hear indeed of certain Pro

ceedings of the Prelbytery of Edinburgh about

thirty years ago, when they publifhed an ad

monition to difcourage the Stage. We would

willingly believe, for the honour of the dead,
that they took this ftep in oppofition to fome

faulty and immoral Plays which were then

afted, and that they would have been loth to

difcourage performances of a better tendency,
which might promife a reformation of fuch

abufes. Their example, at any rate, is no
law

5 and to follow them without examinati

on would imply a conceffion of infallibility,
which they never laid claim to. It is needlefs

to mention the names of Clergymen of un-

queftioned reputation in the Chriftian Church,
who have written Plays for the Stage ; or to

mention
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mention how frequent it is to confider a right
tafle and judgment in fuch performances, as

an accomplishment neceffary to every man of

letters, whether Clergyman or layman. Such
authorities can be but of little avail after we
have had the fubjetl itfelf before us, and an

opportunity of judging for ourfelves. I (hall

therefore go on to take another view of the

Stage, and confider fome inconveniencies

which are fuppofed to attend it. Few things
of human concern are free from inconveni

encies ; we need not therefore be furprized,
that fome are apprehended to belong to the

Stage. We may fufpeft that Theatrical En
tertainments engage the minds at leaft of our

youth too much, and carry them away from
other fubjedts of attention, which make a part
either of their bufinefsor their education. This

fufpicion is equally well grounded with refpedl
to every other amufement : For people who
are difpofed to be idle, will eafily find avocati

ons from bufinefs ; and the Stage has one pe
culiar advantage, its being the amufement only
of a dated time, and not always at hand to

tempt people who are idly difpofed. This

objection goes upon a fuppofition that perfons
of all tempers run with equal eagernefs to the

amufements of the Stage ; they differ however

greatly from one another in this particular,

and they who are the moft captivated with

them, acquire a degree of coolnefs and indif

ference from time and familiarity. We may
venture



venture to afk whether knowledge, whether

induftry and commerce have declined in this

City fince the Play-houfe was firft opened
here. It will be owned that they have rather

increafed. We may appeal to perfons who
have the care of the education of youth in o-

ther places, whether they would not gladly
fee their pupils come to the Theatre, and

mix with grave and decent company, if by
that means they could break up more dange
rous meetings for low gaming and riot, where

youth have no good example to lead them,
and no reftraint from a fenfeof decency or

fhame. The Stage, I think, may well bear

a comparifon with other amufements which

youth will devife for themfelves, if they are

debarred from this. When we confider the

{train of thofe Plays which have met with the

moft favourable reception from the public,
obfervations will occur to the honour of hu
man nature 5 for they are Plays which excel

in moving compaffion, which intereft an audi

ence in behalf of amiable characters, which

give the proper applaufe to virtue, and treat

vice with ignominy and reproach. A trage

dy, which fails in exciting thefe emotions, or

which would {hock our favourable apprehen-
fions of virtue, would foon be rejeded with

difguft. We may confult on this point an au

thor, whom we hold in fuch efteem, that we
make our children read his works, almoft as

early as their catechifrru He has obferved, that

C a
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a Play, tho* defective in ornament, and with-

o.ut any affectation to pleafe by pompous and

founding expreffion ; if it is furnifhed with

a
juft

moral and true reprefentation of nature,

will carry the preference with every audience

from more fplendid and fhowy performances.
When we fee an audience therefore in tears

for an object of compaffion, when we find

them affected with the generous fentiments

which come from a virtuous character, deeply

engaged in wifhes for the fuccefs of the good,
and for the difappointment of the wicked

-,
it

would fcarcely occur that fuch an audience

could be better employed in an hour of lef-

fure. Whatever our peculiar occupations are,

virtue is the bufinefs pf all, and we fhouldnot

be excluded from any place where it may be

learned. We know .how few amufements
there are for which this plea can be offered :

It is well, we think, if they are innocent re

laxations from bufinefs, we feldom expect to

find them fchools of morality. But were this

plea laid afide, we ought to make fure that o-

ther amufements, lefs favourable to the habits

of bufinefs, may not come in the way of our

youth ;
and that our pretended feverity may

not prove the occafion of greater licentiouf-

jiefs. It will be laid that our youth may go
too often to the Play-houfe. They may go
too often to any amufement ; but we are af-

iured here that they can go no oftener than

plays are acted, which is by no means fo fre

quent
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quent, as other avocations from bufinefs may
occur to them. As there is a danger that

youth may exceed in every amufement they
are given to, thofe amufernents fhould be

mod difcouraged, in which the excefs is moft

dangerous. I will venture to fay that no place
of public refort, under the influence of decen

cy, and in the prefence of refpedtable perfons,
can be fo dangerous, as cabals which are form

ed in fecret, and apart from fuch influence.

If any abufes yet remain on our Stage, we
fliould not delay to reform them. But I have

mentioned thefe abufes fo often, that fome of

my readers will begin to have a very terrible

notion of them : However, I will venture to

inform them, fhat no abufe was ever admitted

on any Stage, but might pafs for perfect de

cency, when compared to what they may have

often heard at a goffiping, a merry-making,
or a meeting of young fellows. The Play-
houfe is frequented by people of both fexes,

whole rank, whofe age and manners, are fuf-

ficient; to command refpeft, and to bring de

cency along with them into any place. It is

an uncommon compliment we pay them, in

fuppofing that our youth are corrupted in

their company 5 I fbould rather think, that,

sonfidering the nature of the entertainment,
and the

refpedt due to the company, we ihould

fee, with fatisfadion, fuch fpedacles become a

part in the amufernents qf our youth, and

hope that their idle, hours would find there,

not
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not only agreeable relaxation, but improve
ment too.

It has, I underftand, given offence of late,

that perfons of grave and refpedable chara-

fter, were prefent at the reprefentation of a

new tragedy, which they thought a good one.

Great part of this offence iliould be removed,
when we recoiled: that this, and many fuch

performances, have a tendency very favour

able to fobriety and morality ; for they muft
be very dignified characters indeed who muft

keep at a diftance, when the advancement of

virtue is in any degree concerned. Their

part of the cenfure, however, is put in a new

light. It is faid, that altho a practice may
be innocent in itfelf, yet perfons of grave
character ought to avoid it, becaufe it gives
offence to other people; and being thought
immoral, their neighbour may by fuch an ex

ample, be fhaken and unfettled in what he
thinks his own duty. We are inftrucfled to

this purpofe in the eighth chapter of Paul s

epiftle to the Corinthians., wrhere he confiders

the practice of eating meat, which had been

offered to idols. The reader will be pleafed
to obferve, that this inftrudtion relates to afti-

ons, in their own nature indifferent, and can

not be applied to any other. The Apoftle ex

plains it in the eighth verfe in thefe words :

ct Meat commendeth us not to God : for nei-
&quot; ther if we eat are we the better, neither if

&quot; we eat not are we the worfe,&quot; He ends

the



the chapter with this coriclufion ;
ct Where-

&quot;

fore, if meat make my brother offend,
&quot;

I will eat no flefh while the world ftand-
cc

eth, left I make my brother offend.&quot; If

the eating of fuch meat had been criminal in

itfelf, he would have avoided, and forbid the

practice on that account. If on the contra

ry it had been right, and a commendable

practice, he would have embraced it, and

fludied to corredt the prejudice which any

perfon might have entertained againft it. For

his whole life was a continued courfe of op-

pofition to both Jews and Gentiles^ where their

prejudices flood in need of correction. Let

us therefore apply the Apoftle s inftru&ion and

example to the prefent queftion. Is it per

fectly indifferent to a man whether he goes to

a play or no ? I fhall fuppofe that it is. Is it

likewife indifferent to the public what fort of

people compofe the ordinary audience at our

Theatre ? I believe it is not. The Manager
of every theatre muft fuit his entertainments

to the company, and if he is not fupported by
the grave and the fober, he muft fuit him-
felf to the licentious and profane. We know
that the language of the theatre, or any other

language whatever, may be employed either

to recommend virtue, or to iniinuate folly and
licentioufnefs. If licentious people alone fre

quent this entertainment, they will perhaps

encourage what they like to hear. But per-
fons of fcbriety, and regard- to virtue, would

make
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make that entertainment form itfelf to a ve

ry different flrairi, and give the whole a very
different influence on the manners of man
kind. They would reject and condemn what
was exceptionable, they would promote and

encourage what was agreeable to found rea-

ibn, and favourable to virtue. Happily for

us, this is no new thing ; for the Play-houfe
has been long the refort of perfons of both

fexes, who are the moft fcrupulous on the

point of reputation and decency ; and their

prefence has, no doubt, contributed to reform

ibme abufes, which may have, at fome times,

crept into the ftage. Their preience there

fore has done a great fervice to mankind ; and

if any perfon is prejudiced enough to think o-

therwife, tis high time he was undeceived.

The Apoftle inftruds us to refrain from an

indifferent action, if it offend our brother -

y

but he has often commanded, and has fliown

the example, to do good in the face of pre

judice, and every fuch prejudice in time will

be correded. We know that in every nati

on there muft be amufements and public en

tertainments, and the Stage has always made
one in every civilized and polifhed

. nation.

We cannot hope to abolifti it ; and if we

could, we {hould only make way for the re

turn of drunkennefs, gaming, and rude ca

bals, w^ich the more decent converfation and

manners of civilized times, have in a great

meafure aboliihed. We ihould not even pro-,

pole
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pofe to aboliih an entertainment, which is

founded on the beft principles of human na

ture, the love of virtue,\and compaflion to

the diftrefled : For who would ever go to a tra

gedy, if he had not a heart formed to pity,

and a mind fufceptible of the admiration due

to worthy characters. It is the duty of grave
and refpectable men to watch over an en

tertainment of this kind, that it may not de

viate from the good purpofes which it is cal

culated to ferve. What they do to this pur-

pole, either in oppofing the bad or promoting
the good, is matter of duty, and their con

duct in it is not to be regulated by the opi
nion of any perfon who is pleafed to take of

fence.

The ftate of the poor has been mention

ed, as a confederation which muft render this

entertainment at prefent pernicious and crimi

nal. We cannot be too attentive to every cir-

cumftance which can affect the ftate of the

poor, in the difficulties which they are now
threatened with ; and we have reafon to be

lieve, that the Gentlemen of this country are

well difpoled to take any meafures which may
be thought proper for their relief. How the

Theatre .comes to be thought any hindrance

to fuch meafures, we cannot eafily apprehend.
The poor may be divided into two claffes

$

thofe who are indigent, but ftill in a conditi

on to earn their bread by fpme fort of labour

or induftry -,
and thofe, on the other hand,

who
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who, by reaibn of age or ficknefs, are unable

to earn any fubfiftence. It is remarkable, that

of late years more care has been taken than

formerly to provide for the poor, who are unfit

for any kind of labour. Poor-houfes have been

built in many parishes, under the manage
ment of the Gentlemen and people of fub-

ftance, who have taxed themfelves for that

purpofe. It were cruel therefore to load the

body of our Gentlemen with an imputation of

negledl in this article, at a time when their

condud: deferves commendation. And it were

imprudent by fuch an imputation to encou

rage any perfon able to work in the .expedla-
tion that he may be idle, and yet receive gratui
tous charities. If any perfon were rich enough
for the undertaking, he could not poffibly do
a more fignal mifchief to his country, than

that of maintaining the whole poor of Great

Britain in idlenefs. It has pleafed Providence,
for wife purpofes, to place men in different

ftations, and to beftow upon them different

degrees of wealth. Without this circumftance

there could be no fubordihation, no govern
ment, no order, no induftry. Every perfon
does good, and promotes the happinefs of fo-

ciety, by living agreeable to the rank in which
Providence has placed him. Whilft his gra
tuitous charities relieve the poor who are un
able to work, his other expence becomes a

fund for the fubfiftence of the induftrious ;

nor is it proper that they fhquld exped: fub

fiftence



fiftcnce upon any other terms than thofe of

induftry and fobriety. The money which the

rich expends is paid for the labour of the poor*
Different trades live upon the profits of fur-

nifhing his cloathing, his table, and his equi

page. It is evident how many poor induftri-

ous people would ftarve, if he did not buy
the works which they furnifh him. The ve

ry money he lays out for amufement comes
at laft into the hands of the poor, and is paid
as the price of their labour. A part of it we
fhall fuppofe is laid out for the amufements
of the Theatre, and the people who receive it

there, are fo many hands who diftribute that

money among the induftrious poor. Every
Player muft be cloathed, maintained and lod

ged : The money which he receives therefor

is paid at laft to the fpinftrefs, the weaver, the

clothier, and other tradefmen who live by fur-

nifhing the ordinary neceflaries of life. Whilft
from humanity we indulge the poor in their

ftation, we ought from juftice to indulge the

wealthy in theirs, and to expet that they are

to go on agreeable to the habits of living
which belong to their ftation, and which in

effeft are neceffary to the order and good of

iociety, and to the maintenance of the poor.
If we fhut up our places of entertainment,
and deprive people of diftin&ion of that fo-

ciety and thofe amufements which they have
a reliih for, they muft tire of living among
us ; and the few who yet remain will chufe

D to
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to remove to another place, where they will

not meet with popular antipathy, on account

of their moft commendable amufements.Then
indeed the money they expend would be loft

to the poor of their native country. This

and every other city would feel, in fuch a cafe,

that the refidence of perfons of fortune is ne-

ceffary to give any number of tradefmen, and
induftrious poor, the means of fubfiftence.

How hard rnuft it appear then, to give any

encouragement to the poor to murmur againft
a circumftance from which their induftry may
derive fuch advantage ? We may afk,who are

the mod forward in this country to form cha

ritable deiigns for the relief of the poor ? The
Gentlemen of this neighbourhood, I think,

have fet the example ; and they too who
were the readied to ihed tears, for the diftrefl-

es reprefented in the Tragedy of Douglas,
have been the moft forward in compaffion to

the poor, and in liberal defigns for their re

lief.

After all I mtift confefs that one confidera-

tion remains, which muft renew my diffidence

on this point, A body of men refpectable for

their learning and gravity, who constitute a ju
dicature in this city, have, without any ex

ception, declared their difapprobation of the

Theatre in general ; and, to fliow that no ex*

ception could be admitted, have taken the a*-

larm, juft when the Tragedy, which I have

had cccafion to mention, was introduced. I

cannot
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:

&quot;

cannot pretend to fpeak of their reafons for fo

doing, until they are pleafed to publifh them;
but muft entertain great expectations of their

force, fince they are fufficient to overpower
what has appeared on the oppofite fide. Men
of gravity are above trifling with the miftakes

and mifapprehenfions of a people, and certain

ly cannot long ly under any fuch imputation.
Men of learning need not be told, that part of

every liberal education confifts, in learning to

diftinguifh between Theatrical performances
which are faulty, and thofe which have a

moral dignity and a good tendency ; they
know that a good Tragedy has been in all ages
efteemed amongft the chief productions of

human ability ; that the authors of fuch works
become more renowned with pofterity than

the princes and monarchs of the earth. The
names of Buchanan and Milton are more re-

fpeCted than thofe of Henry and yames ; and
the names of Cyrus and Xerxes are lefs cele

brated than thofe of Sophocles and Euripides.
I am, from thefe confiderations, the more in

clined to believe, that reafons have occured a-

gainft the Stage, which will appear very ur

gent when they are produced -,
and cannot i-

magine, that objections which ly againft bad

Plays only are now all the objections they
have to plead againft a good one, which may
be confidered as an attempt to make the Stage

truly ufeiul and inftruflive.

This
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This refpedtable body of men have paffed
1 fcvere fentence againft one of their num
ber, for being prefent at this reprefentation
we are fpeaking of. This likewife feems to

proceed from fome powerful motive not fuffi-

ciently known : For they were not led to this

adl of feverity, in execution of any law or fta-

tute of this Church. It muft have been one

of ;thofe extraordinary cafes where a difcreti-

onary power is neceffary. Such a power in

deed is not affumed by any court of judicature
in Europe, except one, which I will not name
on this occafion. It is happy for us, that the

law of our Church has exprefsly forbid the

exercifeof any fuch arbitrary and dangerous

power. See Form of Procejs, cap. i. and 84.

where it is exprefsly enabled,
&quot; That nothing

&quot; be admitted by any Church-judicature as the
&quot;

ground of a procefs for cenfure but what
&amp;lt;c has been declared cenfurable by the Word
&amp;lt;e of God, or by fome adl or univerfal cuftom
ce of this National Church.&quot; They were

perhaps led to a proceeding, in appearance
fo little agreeable to the fundamental laws

of their own fociety, by a zeal to fupport the

laws of the State. People indeed are often

more fond of work which they devife for

themfelves, than they are of any bufinefs af-

figned them by others. It does not however

appear, that they have done much honour to

the legislature by their interpofition on this oc

cafion. They have caft an imputation of im

piety



piety upon an amufement which the law for

mally authorifes in the Metropolis, which
Our GRACIOUS SOVEREIGN honours with

his prefence, and which the moft refpe&able

perfons in the legiflature of Great Britain

fupport by their countenance.

FINIS.
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